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development.'
Currently, in
Mexico, women are working in
factory conditions that border
on abuse. They are harassed,
discriminated against, and kept
in low-level, low-paying jobs.
These women work in the
maquilas.
The products of
their toil are visible whenever
you walk through the mall and
stop in at stores like Gap,
Banana Republic, and Media
Play. While maquilas have
existed in Mexico since 1960,
it is the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
which became effective in
1994, that has caused their
sudden and extensive growth.
The number of jobs available
to women appears promising to
some, while others attack
NAFTA
for
allowing
institutionalized
slavery.
NAFTA does address the
treatment of workers, but it has
no means to enforce any policy
it has tried to create. Because
of this, a well-intentioned
experiment in economics has
become
an
exploitative
program that drains the same
1Pilar Franco, Rights-Mexico:
Strides and Setbacks for Women,
INTER PRESS SERVICE, Mar. 8, 2000,
at 1.
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workforce it attempts to build
up.
The North American
Free Trade Agreement, a plan
designed to "promote free
trade and investment among
two developed economies and
a developing economy," 2 has
been scrutinized since its
inception in January of 1994. 3
For a ten-year period, NAFTA
has and will continue to
eliminate tariff and non-tariff
barriers to aid developing
countries, like Mexico, to enter
the world market. Luz Maria
de la Mora, the trade counselor
for the Mexican NAFTA office
in Washington, DC, stresses
that it is solely a trade policy
and "has not been devised as a
vehicle to address issues such
as the glass ceiling of
discrimination
in
the
2 Women's Lives and the World
Economy III: Women and Trade in
the Americas, (Conference

Proceedings Dec. 15, 1999), at
http://www.womensedge.org/trade/fta

aconference.htm.
3 Carmen Valadez & Jaime Cota,
Blood, Sweat & Shears: New Ways of
Organizingfor Women Workers in
the Maquilas, RACE, POVERTY & THE
ENVIRONMENT, Summer/Fall 1996,
at

http:llwww.igc.org/trac/featuretsweat
shops/organize.html.
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workplace." 4 While this is the
truth, it is doubtful the drafters
of NAIFTA intended it to be an
example of how the glass
ceiling works or as a breeding
ground for discrimination.
Before
NAFTA,
Mexico had a number of
sweatshops
along
the
American border commonly
referred to as maquilas. The
maquilas in 1990 represented
approximately
46.2%
of5
Mexico's domestic industry.
In 1995, only one year after
NAFTA took effect, the
percentage of maquilas in the
domestic industry rose to
73.1%.6
With
low-wage
workers and almost duty-free
exports as incentives, many
companies were eager to place
factories along the Mexican
border. Several multinational
corporations, such as Zenith,
Ford,
General
Electric,
Panasonic, and Mattel, moved
some of their factories to
Mexico. 7 With their entrance,

the
traditional
view
of
maquilas was shattered. What
once was a primarily domestic
sewing industry had boomed
into one full of high-tech
factories.
Young women between
the ages of sixteen and twentyfive are the typical employees
in the maquilas. 8 Often, the
young girls come from rural
areas of Mexico to the border
maquilas to help raise money
for their families. 9
The
maquilas have always targeted
women to do their assembly
line work because women tend
to be more "nimble fingered,
diligent, docile, and obedient"
than their male counterparts.' 0
An advertisement for the
maquilas in the Yucatan boasts
"the native Yucatecan excels in
traditional
crafts,
manual
dexterity, an eye for detail,
patience to concentrate on
parts of the whole," and,
should a business decided to
invest, the same pamphlet

4 Women's Lives and the World

8Id.

Economy III: Women and Trade in
the Americas, supra note 2.
5Valadez & Cota, supra note 3.
6id.
7Maquiladoras:A Preview of

NAFTA, (June, 1995), at
http://www.maquilasolidarity.org/res
ources/maquilas/nafta.htm.

9 Valadez & Cota, supra note 3.
1o Guadalupe Hernandez Espinosa,
No Mother's Day for Women

Workers: Sex Discriminationin
Mexico, at

http://www.oneworld.org/panos/wmhealt/Mexico_txt.htm (last visited
Jan. 30, 2001).
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promises an "eager, stable
workforce.""
Consequently, women
make up approximately 75% of
the maquila workforce. 12 By
comparison, only 40% of all of
Mexico's
labor force is
3
women.' Jobs in the maquilas
pay around 30% more than the
average low-skill level job in
Mexico. 14 There is always a
long list of applicants, making
job
security
virtually
nonexistent. Additionally, the
majority of the jobs held by
women are part time, so they
cannot get the protection and
benefits provided through
full
5
time employment.'
An average week's
wage for a woman working in
the maquilas is between $35
and $45.16 In order to meet the
cost of living standard, these
workers would have to receive
a 350% raise.17 This problem
11John Overmyer, Lace, Sweat and
Tears, TORONTO

STAR,

Mar. 12,

2000, at 4.
12

Maquiladoras: A Preview of

NAFTA, supra note 7.
13 Women's Lives and the World
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is not restricted to maquila
workers; minimum wage in8
Mexico is $5.25 per day.'
Technically,
maquila
employees earn more money
than other Mexican workers in
the same level of work. To
enjoy the benefit of slightly
higher earnings, many workers
have to endure poor working
conditions and discrimination.
Many women work around
toxic chemicals all day without
any protective clothing. Their
supervisors record the amount
of time an assembly line
worker takes to use the
bathroom or get a drink of
water. 19 Such conditions have
lead to birth defects, extreme
fatigue, skin illnesses, cancer,
irregularities in menstruation,
tumors, and20 a higher rate of
miscarriage.
Guadalupe Hemandez
Espinosa's
article,
No
Mother's Day for Women
Workers,
exposes
several
forms
of
discriminatory
treatment women face solely
because they can conceive a
child. It is a common practice

Economy III: Women and Trade in
the Americas, supra note 2.

18 Women's Lives and the World

15Id.
16 Valadez & Cota, supra note 3.
17 Maquiladoras:A Preview of

Economy III: Women and Trade in
the Americas, supra note 2.
19 Espinosa, supra note 10.
2) Valadez & Cota, supra note 3.

14Id.

NAFTA, supra note 7.
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within the maquilas to have a
woman take a pregnancy test at
her first job interview. Some
companies will even ask about
the woman's sexual activity
and her plans for future
pregnancies. Once they are
hired, many women are
subjected
to
monthly
pregnancy tests.
Some
companies even make women
show
proof
of
their
menstruation by bringing used
sanitary napkins or tampons in
to the company doctor. Teresa
Hernandez Caballero, a worker
in a car assembly plant and one
of the many women trying to
end
these
discriminatory
practices, has evidence that at
least fifty-six manufacturing
firms in Tamaulipas have fired
women because they were
pregnant.
The
Mexican
Department of Social Services
requires that employers give
any pregnant worker twelve
weeks of paid leave. The state
pays this amount if the
employee has been working at
the company for thirty weeks
or more. Since the maquilas
have an incredibly
high
turnover rate, many companies
fear that pregnant women are

only trying to get the job for
the benefits. 22 Currently, there
are no statistics on the number
of pregnant women who
actively try searching for a job.
Maria Luisa Sanchez of
Information
Group
on
Reproductive Choice believes
such statistics would help
prove that women are not
trying to cheat the system.23
Women who do work
while pregnant in the maquilas
are often faced with "heavier
physical labor, jobs requiring
long hours of standing, [and]
obligatory overtime." 24 These
tactics are used to pressure the
women out of their jobs
because continuing the long
work hours often causes
miscarriages.
However, the
government has chosen not to
label
these
practices
discriminatory since pregnancy
testing could be viewed as a
way to keep pregnant women
from the dangerous conditions
present in the maquilas.
The female maquila
workers are just now beginning
to understand how to organize
themselves. However, it is a

21 Espinosa,

24d.

supra note 10.

22 Women's Lives and the World

Economy III: Women and Trade in
the Americas, supra note 2.
23 Espinosa, supra note 10.
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difficult journey, since they do
not possess the money to ban
together over the Internet, and
many lack the education to
start letter campaigns and the
like.25
With conditions in the
maquilas so horrendous, one
wonders why there are no
unions to protect workers.
Several unions in Mexico
supposedly represent the rights
of the maquila workers. Two
of them are the Confederacion
Regional
de
Obreros
Mexicanos (CROM) and the
Confederacion de Trabajadores
Mexicanos (CTM). 26 Instead
of trying to bargain with the
companies on the workers'
behalf, CROM and CTM are
more of a service to the
maquilas than to the workers.
CROM, CTM, and other
unions like them will set up
deals
concerning
work
conditions and salaries without
ever consulting the workers.
Foreign investors buy labor
protection from the unions, and
in return, CROM and CTM
handle all worker complaints.
If the unions agree to belowstandard working conditions,
the Mexican women are unable
2

id.

2

Valadez & Cota, supra note 3.
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to bargain with the companies
themselves.
Maquila
employees
have attempted on several
occasions to start their own
autonomous unions and work
toward
better
business
practices.
The government
fears that if such action is
taken, Mexico will no longer
be the cost effective producer it
currently is and business will
move elsewhere, to places like
Central America. 27 With help
from citizens in Canada and
the United States, pressure is
being put on all three
governments to address the
human rights concern. Several
human rights organizations,
including
the
Maquila
Solidarity
Network,
and
STITCH, monitor the maquila
situation in Mexico and
elsewhere. Both organizations
are
solely
dedicated
to
increasing awareness of the
conditions in the maquilas and
ending the discrimination.

27d.

